Instrument Failure on Chopper Five 
Doomed Hostage Rescue Attempt 



to repot. This is no big deal in a clear 
sky thousands, of feet above the earth 
but delay can be fatal if the chopper 
is flying blind a few hundred feet off 
the earth at 150 miles an hour or 
more. The gyro , compass, and attitude 
indicator are, thus, vital for blind fly- 
ing at low altitude. 

What the pilot and crew of Chopped 
Five did 'not realize as they were fly- 
ing along that starry night of April 24, 
flying toward a rendezvous with seven 
other helicopters and six C130 trans- 
port planes in a stretch of desert near 
: Tabas, was that someone on board hack 
left his jacket jammed against an air 
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Marine Ma j . James il. Shaefer Jr. of Los Angeles, burned in collision of a heli- 
copter and C130, was brought to medical center in San Antonio for treatment. 



vent. That particular vent fed cool air 
onto the black box sending electricity 
to the gyro compass and attitude indi- 
cator. 

' Over southern Iran, Chopper Five 
ran into the edge of what was to be a 
violent sandstorm— a bath of sand the 
texture of talcum powder “Like fly- 
ing in a milk , bowl “ as the pilot 
wourld say later and the black box 
feeding electricity into those vital 
navigational instruments was getting 
hot— for want of cool air from the 
blocked vent. 

The pilot and copilot strained to 
' keep their chopper straight and level, 
resisting the temptation to trust their 
' sensory judgment >of which way was 
up -and which way was down. The 
sandstorm ^ buffeted the ungainly 
crafty caught at that moment in a val- 
ley ringed by sharply rising hills. An 
accident waiting to happen. The crew 
had been trained to trust their instru- 
ments, not themselves, as they worked 
the controls with deft touches of both 
thefe hands and feet 
/Behind the pilots, the air crewmen 
were, being tossed around. They were 
getting air sick. The pilots were be- 
coming' 'disoriented from the buffet- 
ing, at' the edge of the condition 
fcaliddvertigo. 

f £ ; v- At :this critical moment, when the 
Jpilots^vere barely winning their fight 
against the desert storm,, the gyro 
compass went out completely. One of 
• the two. attitude indicators, .one for 
\each pilot; went out, top, The f black 
box burned itself out. ^ 

• .The pilpt decided to keep plunging 
ahead into the thicker part of the dust 
storm to make his rendezvous and 
risked ramming into a mountain he 
knew to ,bp near.viThen he decided to 
reverse Course to reach, the clear air 
* where he could read - the ground, 
where his old fashioned instruments 
could guide him back toward the Nini- 
itz. ,v —v \ v- j v . 

The pilot could not- know at the 
time - that another; helicopter had al- 
ready been abandoned on the way to 
Desert One; , A second would not be 
able to take off because of hydraulic 
failure. As Chopper Five swung back, 
the Nimitz was steaming toward it, 
trying for a rendezvous in the Gulf of 
Oman before the helicopter’s fu61 ran 
out. ** 

\ Adm. Thomas B. Hayward, chief of 
naval operations was to say. afterward, 
that when the crew of Chopper Five 
turned back to the Nimitz, the mission 
was finished: “With them went the 
prospect of mustering the needed six 
operational helos. . . . Therein lies the 
real story of this aborted mission.” 
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Remains of destroyed helicopter lie next to an abandoned RH53 
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Sea Stallion at Desert One, staging: base for U.S. raid id rescue Hostages in Tehran. 



